It is hard to imagine anyone other than Beckwith being able to carry off such a tour de force --he is an expert in the murky world of Central Asia during the ancient (and medieval) world, which requires a mastery of multiple languages, the archeology of the Silk Road, the historiography of the Medes, Persians, Alexander the Great, and the Indian northwest generally. Essentially, he puts flesh on the very, very old (and sometimes wacky) hypotheses concerning the cross-fertilization of the Greek and Buddhist worlds in the 6-3rd centuries B.C.E. Related work has been carried out over the years by various reputable scholars (e.g. Walter Burkert on the Near Eastern influences on the Greeks comes to mind; and Kuzminski's recent book on Pyrrhonism covers some of the same ground). The central hypothesis here, which was sketched out a long time ago by Jaspers in The Axial Age, but now tightened, is that all roads lead out from the earliest Buddhism to, gulp, Pyrrhonian scepticism, the early Brahmanic teachings, Jainism, early Taoism, and later, normative Buddhism. Beckwith depends for all this on a mix of archeological findings in recent years, and his reading of the garbled surviving texts concerning the meeting of Megasthenes and Pyrrho during and a little after Alexander's foray into northwest India. It will be interesting to see how the scholarly community reacts to this very strongly argued version of the story --this is the first time that I have seen reference to the Buddha being a Scythian! I should say that this book is in some ways easy to read, but it is structured very oddly, and is very, very repetitive, as the author incrementally repeats his claims a number of times, and the same evidence is gone through multiple times in different contexts.
Four centuries lie between the time the Buddha lived and the time the earliest known Gandhari and Pali Buddhist texts were committed to writing. Since religions are never static affairs, these texts undoubtedly diverged to some extent from the BuddhaÃ¢Â€Â™s original teachings, but exactly how far and in which ways is uncertain; our knowledge of the gap between the earliest Buddhist teachings and early canonical Buddhism is basically a vast, empty chasm. Unfortunately for us, the BuddhaÃ¢Â€Â™s Indian contemporaries lacked both a written language and an understanding of Based on this, Beckwith asserts that these ideas werenÃ¢Â€Â™t a part of early Buddhism. This seems like an awfully big assumption to make, especially since Pyrrho himself wrote nothingÃ¢Â€Â"we only know of his thoughts through the writings of his contemporaries and students. In addition, while PyrrhoÃ¢Â€Â™s philosophy may have been based on Buddhism, he may not have adopted all of BuddhismÃ¢Â€Â™s tenets; he may have picked and chosen those ideas that were most consonant with his Hellenic background. While Beckwith is correct that weÃ¢Â€Â™ve no hard evidence that karma and rebirth were Buddhist beliefs prior to 100 B.C., absence of evidence is not the same thing as evidence of absence. The most we can say is that he may be right.Beckwith also speculates on the BuddhaÃ¢Â€Â™s ethnicity. He argues against the canonical assertion that the Buddha was a native Magadhan born in Lumbini, and argues instead that the name Ã¢Â€Âoe''kyamuniÃ¢Â€Â• (Ã¢Â€ÂoeSage of the ''kyasÃ¢Â€Â•) suggests that the Buddha was a ''kya, i.e., an ethnic Scythian (a Central Asian people who dominated the steppes).
Of course the epithet Ã¢Â€Âoe''kyamuniÃ¢Â€Â• doesnÃ¢Â€Â™t necessarily imply that the Buddha himself was actually Ã¢Â€Âoeforeign-born.Ã¢Â€Â• Alternatively, the Buddha could have been descended from Scythians who migrated to Magadha somewhat earlier, perhaps as early as 850 BC as Jayarava Attwood has speculated. One interesting implication of the BuddhaÃ¢Â€Â™s possibly Scythian origin is that he may have developed the Dharma, at least in part, in response to Zoroastrianism, the religion of DariusÃ¢Â€Â™s Achaemenid Empire which stretched from the Balkans to the Indus Valley. If so, Buddhism can be understood, in part, as a rejection of Zoroastrian monotheism and cosmic dualism.Beckwith suggests, following the controversial chronology suggested by Johannes Bronkhorst, that early Buddhism preceded the Upanishads and, then goes off on his own to suggest that it also preceded Jainism. He believes that these allegedly later religious traditions adopted aspects of Buddhist teachings and then projected their own origin stories into an imaginary pre-Buddhist past to lend them greater authenticity, in much the same way that the Mahayana would later claim greater antiquity for its own sutras. Beckwith can find no support for the early existence of Jainism in the kinds of data he deems acceptable. The Greek travelers, for example, fail to mention it. The earliest datable references to Jainism are found in the post-100 B.C. Pali literature. Beckwith believes that those Pali Suttas that treat the Buddha and Mahavira as contemporaries are useful fictions designed to address Buddhist-Jain disputes that were current during the era in which they were actually composed.Even more fascinating is BeckwithÃ¢Â€Â™s speculation that Laotzu and the Buddha were one and the same person, and This is a bold book about the early relationship and reciprocal influences between Buddhism and Greek philosophy, mediated, among other events, by Alexander the Great's military campaigns in India. I liked the topic and general idea more than the actual execution. For one thing, my Buddhist friends tell me that the author gets some things more than slightly wrong, in the pursuit of his own interpretation of early Buddhism. You can check some of the professional reviews on the web, which seem to confirm the point. Also, there is a bit too much speculation about Pyrrho himself and his more or less radical departure from other Hellenistic thinkers. Even so, this is certainly a stimulating book, which if nothing else will spark your interest in early Greek and Indian philosophy, always fascinating subjects to think about. I have published two full length commentaries on Beckwith's book at my how to be a stoic (dot org) blog.
Very scholarly book, but has some quite amazing theories based on very sound scholarship and is well written. Has changed my understanding of early Buddhism. Not an easy read for the casual ready, but if you're a Buddhist Geek you'll love it. This is an extraordinary scholar and very well wrtten book. "Pointing at Moon" or Heart of the comparative phylosophy. A Milestone. Will remove much of studies of Pyrrhonism and Buddhism as well. And it's a good precedent for an other excelent work: Pyrrhonism, by Adrian Kuzminski. I recomended so much. Humberto MartÃnez, MÃ©xico.
I'm having trouble finishing this book, which seems to be mostly a scholarly pastiche of others' work,
